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Get Out of Purgatory Free: This
Indulgence May Be Kept Until Needed
or Sold
Taryn Mitchell

Western Europe was betrayed by the one thing it relied upon. The Roman
Catholic Church, the rock of the world, the one thing people could depend on for
guidance and comfort, took advantage of—and money from—its people. To build
Saint Peter's Basilica, the Church raised money through its parishioners,
specifically through the sale of indulgences. Albert of Brandenburg, authorized by
Pope Leo X to sell the indulgences, marketed them to Catholics as cards that
would reduce their time in Purgatory. The authority in the Church was so corrupt
at this point that they were lying to Catholics everywhere to trick them out of their
money.
Martin Luther realized this. A fanatically religious monk obsessed with moral
perfection, Luther was constantly trying to find a way to be the best Catholic he
could be. Luther wrote his 95 Theses in 1517 to show the Church what he thought
was the correct way to practice the religion, and elaborated his thinking in his
letter To the Christian Nobility of the German Nations. In this letter, Luther does
not make a convincing argument for ecclesiastical revolution; corrupt leaders do
not make centuries of Church doctrine irrelevant.
In his letter, Luther attacks what he calls the “three walls of the Romanists”
(1). Each wall is an aspect of the doctrine of the Catholic Church he believes is
wrong. Each of his arguments stem from the claim that the Church possesses too
much authority and steals rights from its parishioners. In the letter, Luther begins
his attack of the first wall—that temporal leaders do not control the Church—by
claiming that every Christian is in and of himself a spiritual leader. Since Saint
Peter called Christians a royal priesthood, Luther argues that every Christian is
able to perform priestly duties. Because of this, Luther believes that the spiritual
estate, the collection of Church leaders with absolute authority, should not exist as
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everyone has the same claim to priesthood and therefore none should be above
others in that manner. He claims that bishops and priests should not alone hold the
power to anoint, baptize, preach, and so forth. In Baptism, he explains, Christians
are all consecrated to the priesthood. To elucidate his point, Luther likens this
new priesthood to the monarchy. If a king has ten sons, he argues, they are all
kingly and would be able to rule, but one would be chosen to lead. In the same
way, every believer has the right to become a priest and do what priests can do,
but only some will lead the congregation. This does not, however, give priests
power over the congregation, and does not make them the only pathway to
communicate with God (2). Luther argues that Christians should look to the
temporal authorities for religious guidance. Temporal leaders, he believes, are
ordained by God to rule, and they, like everyone else, are ordained priests at
baptism. They can lead by example in the faith as well as leading the country. As
the rulers are of the spiritual estate and possess temporal authority, he claims that
they should rule without hindrance and have absolute power.
Luther next attacks the second wall: that spiritual leaders have the final say on
the interpretation of Scripture. He claims that this is an unacceptable abuse of
power. The Pope, he argues, is human and can make mistakes, so it is wrong that
he has absolute authority. Luther believes that Catholic doctrine is riddled with
“heretical and unchristian” laws (14). He believes that a layperson has the
potential to be just as holy, devout, and correct in interpretations, so it doesn't
make sense that they always have to defer to the Pope even if they're correct. He
calls on the Christian believers to stand up for what they believe and not allow the
Pope to control interpretations because if he does, there is no room for arguments
or other opinions.
Luther then attacks the third and final wall, which states that no one may call a
council except for the Pope. He claims that Scripture never gives the Pope alone
this right. If only the Pope can call a council, then it is not possible to keep him in
check. He argues for the right for temporal authorities to convene councils, citing
evidence of councils in history called by temporal powers, so that they may bring
down the Pope when they feel that he is doing wrong. He ends by claiming that
no Christian may do anything against Christ and that the leaders should not have
so much power because it allows them the potential to go against Jesus. The sale
of indulgences in his mind clearly went against Christ because it was rooted in
selfishness and deceit. According to Luther, the unrestricted authority of the
Papacy is the reason that the sale of indulgences was not only created but
perpetuated and expanded.
Luther’s arguments were written and presented in order to advocate for
religious reform and eventually led to revolution. Yet, Luther’s argument for the
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ecclesiastical revolution was neither convincing nor correct. Throughout his
arguments, he incorrectly interprets Scripture and uses poor analogies and
fallacious arguments to persuade his audience. Specifically, Luther’s work is
filled with the fallacy of using the exception to prove the rule. Throughout his
letter, he uses a few corrupt leaders—the exception—to claim that all Catholic
leaders are corrupt and should lose their power. Using fallacious arguments shows
that he has to manipulate and misinterpret Scripture to appear correct, as Scripture
is, in many cases, not on his side. Though not his original intent, Luther took
advantage of the people hurt by the issues in the Catholic church to interpret
Scripture the way he wanted and start his own religion and therefore change the
social order to what he thought it should be. By targeting the people hurt by the
church, he was able to weaponize that pain to manipulate a new religion into
existence and gain power.
Luther begins with his argument against the first wall: that the temporal
leaders should have authority over the spiritual. To set up his argument, he first
argues that the institution, and specifically supremacy, of the priesthood and
Papacy shouldn’t exist in the first place because every Christian has the same
authority over the spiritual. He supports this argument with two Bible verses;
firstly, from 1 Pet 2:9, “Ye are a royal priesthood, a priestly kingdom,” and
secondly, Rev. 5:10 “Thou have made us by your blood to be priests and kings.”
However, this is not enough evidence to support his claim. Both verses are clearly
metaphorical, in that they are meant to say that all Christians are holy and part of
the order of Christ. While he was correct in saying that everyone has the religious
capacity to join the clergy, not everyone is meant to be a spiritual leader. Also,
simply because everyone has the possibility of becoming a priest does not mean
that being a priest is meaningless. Only some receive the vocation—the calling
from God—to become a priest. It is a lifelong commitment to goodness, holiness,
and chastity. Priests go through extensive work, education, and discipline to attain
their position. In short, becoming a priest is not for everyone. Simply because
everyone has the ability to attempt to put out a fire does not mean that they don't
call the fire department when their house is ablaze. Similarly, though Catholics
can pray to God individually on a lower, personal level, priests are necessary for
Church rituals and important decisions and actions as they have the needed
training, expertise, and ordination.
Likewise, Luther believed that any Christian could interpret Scripture,
supporting his argument with 1Cor 14:30: “If to anyone something better is
revealed, though he be sitting and listening to another in God’s Word, then the
first, who is speaking, shall hold his peace and give place.” However, this in no
way proves his point. Christians do have the ability to read and take their own
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meaning from Scripture, but on important matters of church doctrine, someone
must have the final say. If there was no leader, no one to unify the doctrine and
beliefs, everyone would believe something different and there would therefore be
no reason or purpose for organized religion. His interpretation is correct in that
the clergy should have conversations with their parishioners and think about
different perspectives and interpretations before making a decision, but the Pope
is ordained by God to make the final decision on important Church doctrine. This
is another example of Luther interpreting Scripture for his own personal gain.
Luther quotes 1Cor 14:30 to say that the Pope is disobeying this Scripture because
he doesn't always enact the changes that others want. However, the quote simply
says to listen to others, not obey them. The Pope must listen to the opinions of
others and take them into consideration, hence the hierarchy of the Catholic
Church in which ideas are passed up the levels, but there is nothing in the verse
that requires the ideas to be enacted. Because of this, Luther’s interpretation and
therefore his conclusion is incorrect. This argument is not only wrong, but is
riddled with fallacy, saying that if the Pope has the final say, then there is no point
in the Bible because the Pope can make any claim he wants. This slippery slope
fallacy is an example of Luther exaggerating to manipulate the reader into having
an emotional response that may not have occurred otherwise. This action is not
only manipulative but hypocritical as well because, as evidenced multiple times in
this letter, he himself is guilty of molding Scripture to fit his narrative, which is
the same thing that he condemns the Pope for doing. All of this proves Martin
Luther willing and capable of manipulating Christians and breaking his own
“rules” to make the religion that benefited him.
Throughout his letter, Luther argues that temporal powers should have
authority over religious affairs. As he puts it, they have the same priestly potential
and are already in a position of power, so he thinks that it makes the most sense
for them to be religious leaders in some capacity. However, this is incredibly
dangerous and would lead to even more corruption. By putting kings in charge of
both the religious and the political, Church and state are completely unified.
Through this, leaders have absolute control over their people and may do
whatever they want to them. And we have seen, in history, how dangerous this
can be: Hitler, for example, decided Protestantism was the only religion able to be
practiced in Germany. Because he controlled the religion as well as the state, he
could push state propaganda through the church under the guise of it being God’s
will. This made church-goers believe that they were doing the right thing and
committed atrocities, including the Holocaust, through this manipulation. Luther
getting his way made it possible for the same issues that he hated in the Catholic
Church to occur in even greater magnitude. The institution of the Papacy was set
up in the Bible by Jesus himself, beginning with Saint Peter. Having the Church
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and state separate is essential to the prevention of absolute government control
and the abuse that stems from it.
In Luther’s time, the leadership of the Church was corrupt. However, the
Church is made up of humans who make mistakes. Papal infallibility was created
so that the word of God could be stated without doubt, but does not mean that the
Pope is always right and that he won't sin. Papal infallibility occurs when the
Pope declares that he is making an incontestable decision on Church doctrine that
comes directly from God, and does not happen often. This is because the Catholic
faith is composed of millions of believers who all have somewhat differing
opinions. An infallible statement is God speaking directly through the Pope, and
occurs so that Catholics everywhere can get clarity on certain doctrine and ensure
that they are obeying God. Though the Pope at the time of Luther did make some
poor decisions, he did not pervert Church doctrine or sin while under Papal
infallibility. Human error does not mean that God errs. Every human sins,
including the Pope. Luther made a grave mistake in that, instead of calling the
Pope out as a sinner, he changed the doctrine of the Church and the Word of God.
In addressing the third wall, Luther believes that the Pope should not have the
sole authority to call council. I agree with him to an extent, though his reasoning
is incorrect. In the case of Papal corruption, Church and temporal leaders should
be able to call a council to address it. Though the Pope is the leader of the Church,
he is not free from sin and should be held responsible for his errors. However, in
claiming that a few bad Popes delegitimize the entire leadership of the Church,
Luther is again using an exception to prove the rule which is fallacious and
wrong.
The Catholic Church in the 1500s was in no way perfect. The Papacy and
priesthood were using their authority for personal gain and taking advantage of
their parishioners. Martin Luther saw this problem and was incredibly brave for
bringing light to the issue. However, instead of simply trying to hold the Pope
accountable, he began trying to change doctrine and dogma of the Church to
create a religion that suited his needs, which caused centuries of conflict, war, and
hatred. His arguments for ecclesiastic revolution were not convincing due to his
logical fallacies, incorrect interpretation of Scripture, and therefore pure
manipulation of his fellow Christians.
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